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W. G. Sebald’s Austerlitz :
Architecture as a Bridge between
the Lost Past and the Present
Rumiko Handa
Introduction
Architecture has a way of bringing the past to the present for us. It is
an important asset, for the experience of the past constitutes a positive
moment in our everyday conduct of life, allowing a contemplation on
our existential meaning. It is an often neglected aspect, as it lies outside of architecture’s aesthetic, functional, or structural realms. Mechanisms at work in effectuating this feature can vary, among which
the following are notable: A building may commemorate a particular
event or individual by being a monument. A building may refer to the
time of its origin by way of its style. I also have likened architecture
to palimpsest, on the surface of which an old writing, once washed
off, has resurfaced.1 Not unlike palimpsest, a building may call back
a once-forgotten past event by way of physical traces it carries. My
focus here, however, is on the everyday architecture, which, without having deliberate designation (monument), requiring specialized
knowledge (style), or carrying physical trace (palimpsest), nonetheless brings the past to the present for us.
Needless to say, I am not claiming that the presentation of the past
happens anytime, to anyone, or with any piece of architecture. Nor am
I here to find out under what circumstances it occurs. Instead, I am
interested to see how architecture participates in people’s experience
Published in Reading Architecture: Literary Imagination and Architectural Experience, edited
by Angeliki Sioli and Yoonchun Jung (New York: Routledge, 2018), pp. 72-83. Copyright ©
2018 Taylor & Francis. Used by permission.
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of the past when it does so in their everyday life. My study is about
experiential, rather than physical, qualities of architecture, although
of course I certainly am interested in the physical attributes that contribute to the experience. And the study will benefit from exemplary
experiences rather than actual ones of any kind, especially since the
accounts of my own experiences would not have much credibility. For
these reasons, I have chosen a piece of fiction for my study, with the
expectation that by doing so I will take advantage of a literary author’s
acute sensitivity to the environment and keen ability to describe his
reactions. The literary piece is Austerlitz (2001) by W. G. Sebald (19442001) in particular. In the story full of architectural descriptions, the
physical environment works as a catalyst by which the eponymous
protagonist regains the past he once lost and as a place in which he
seeks his parents’ past he himself has never experienced.

Ephemeral Past Event-Personal Recollection
Human actions are physical but ephemeral, and hence, they sometimes leave their material trace on the building but other times do not.
London’s Victoria and Albert Museum, for example, carries scars of a
past event. On July 3, 1944, a flying bomb hit the other side of Exhibition Road, which runs along the Museum’s western wall. The blast
caused visible damages on the Portland stone, but not to the extent to
threaten the building’s structure or the museum’s function. The Museum left them unrepaired, adding an inscription carved into the wall
to explain their provenance. Some passers-by today notice the imperfections on the stone surfaces. In comparison, London’s Chinese New
Year celebration leaves no physical trace on the buildings. Every year,
a line of people winds through the streets of London’s West End carrying a long dragon puppet on stilts. A lion puppet leads a procession, stopping at each door on the street to give blessings for good
fortune and prosperity for the year. Others follow with drums, gongs,
and cymbals, making loud noises to scare away evil and bad luck. Onlookers maneuver through the crowd, attempting to capture the dancing parade with cameras and eyeing store windows for the best roast
duck. Children play with firecrackers, and street vendors test their
luck selling zodiac charms, paper dragons, and toy drums as well as
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spring rolls, noodles, and steamed dumplings. But when these activities are over and the red hanging lanterns are taken down, the buildings return to their previous calm and quest state as if the festivities
never took place there.
When the Chinese New Year celebration is recalled by those who
revisit Chinatown, it is a case of memento, rather than palimpsest.
To appreciate the nature of memento, Hans-Georg Gadamer’s explanation is useful:
Of all signs, the memento most seems to have a reality of its
own. It refers to the past and so is effectively a sign, but it is
also precious in itself since, as a bit of the past that has not
disappeared, it keeps the past present for us. But it is clear
that this characteristic is not grounded in the being of the object itself. A memento has value as a memento only for someone who already—i.e., still—recalls the past. Mementos lose
their value when the past of which they remind one no longer has any meaning.2
Relying not on physical trace but on people’s personal memory,
Chinatown’s reference to the Chinese New Year event fulfills Gadamer’s definition by being “not grounded in the being of the object itself”
but instead having value “only for someone who already ... recalls the
past.” That is, strictly speaking, a memento’s effect applies only to the
person who personally experienced that specific past. (Although this
statement may seem self-evident, I will need to come back to it later
as we discuss the role of architecture in recalling the ephemeral past.)
Beyond being useful, solid, or pleasing to the eye, the everyday architecture has a potential of being a memento, and as such, it is “a bit of
the past that has not disappeared” and “keeps the past present for us.”

W. G. Sebald, Austerlitz
In W. G. Sebald’s Austerlitz, Dafydd Elias is brought up by a minister
and his wife in a small rural Welsh town. With the minister committed
to a mental asylum after his wife’s death, Dafydd is told at the boarding school that he was adopted, and his real name is Jacques Austerlitz.
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Shortly after taking an early retirement in 1991 from a London institute of art history, Austerlitz is in Liverpool Street Station, where he
has a vision of himself as a small child being met by his foster parents at the same spot. Hearing by chance about Kindertransport on the
radio in a Bloomsbury bookstore, Austerlitz is convinced that he was
one of the children brought on the program from Prague. Determined
to find his lost past, he visits the city, and meets his old nanny, Věra
Rysanova, who had been his mother’s neighbor and still lives in the
same flat. Věra confirms that Austerlitz in fact left Prague on a train
in 1939 at the age of four. From Prague, Austerlitz goes to Theresienstadt, the site of the ghetto to which his mother, Agatha Austerlitzova,
was taken before being sent further east. Austerlitz then traces back
his childhood journey from Prague to London. He takes a residence in
Paris, having learned his father, Maximilian Aychenwald, lived there
after escaping the Nazis. The story ends when Austerlitz decides to
take himself to the site of the Gurs internment camp, to look further
for the past of his father.
Austerlitz unarguably is a story of someone, who in his childhood
was separated from his own parents during the persecution of Jewish people by the Nazis. And yet, at its core is a much more universal
question of how the past figures in one’s existential meaning of life.
And throughout the book the physical environment works as a catalyst, as Austerlitz experiences the past.

Liverpool Street Station
The novel’s section that features Liverpool Street Station demonstrates
how Sebald incorporates a piece of architecture into his story. One
“quiet Sunday morning” shortly before 1992, while the station was
undergoing a renovation project, Austerlitz is sitting on a bench on
“the particularly gloomy platform where the boat train from Harwich comes in.”3 He had repeatedly come to this station since long
before the renovation began in the late 1980s, which he describes as
“one of the darkest and most sinister places in London, a kind of entrance to the underworld, as it was often been described,” “with its
main concourse fifteen to twenty feet below street level.”4 From the
bench he wanders off to find himself in a disused old ladies’ waiting
room. There he has a vision in which huge halls open up, with rows
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Figure 1 Liverpool Street Station, London. Photo by author

of pillars and colonnades leading far into the distance, with vaults
and brickwork arches bearing on them many-storied structures, with
flights of stone steps, wooden stairways and ladders, all leading the
eye on and on. He wonders:
whether it was a ruin or a building in the process of construction that I had entered. Both ideas were right in a way
at the time, since the new station was literally rising from
the ruins of the old Liverpool Street.5
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And there and then, he sees in his mind’s eye a minister and his
wife, both middle-aged and dressed in the style of the thirties. He then
sees the boy whom they had come to meet, sitting on a bench with
the small rucksack.
What stirs Austerlitz’s memory in the story, which entices the reader’s imagination as well, is the station building, which Sebald describes in detail, without hiding the imperfections of the everyday
architecture:
The ballast between the tracks, the cracked sleepers, the
brick walls with their stone bases, the cornices and panes
of the tall windows, the wooden kiosks for the ticket inspectors, and the towering cast-iron columns with their palmate
capitals were all covered in a greasy black layer formed, over
the course of a century, by coke dust and soot, steam, sulfur, and diesel oil. Even on sunny days only a faint grayness,
scarcely illuminated at all by the globes of the station lights,
came through the glass roof over the main hall, and in this
eternal dusk, which was full of a muffled babble of voices,
a quiet scraping and trampling of feet, innumerable people
passed in great tides, disembarking from the trains or boarding them, coming together, moving apart, and being held up
at barriers and bottlenecks like water against a weir.6
Sebald describes Austerlitz at Liverpool Street Station as if the latter has encased him in a capsule within the environment, stimulated
by the surrounding sights and sounds but without the pragmatic immediacy of, for example, the need to find his train before it leaves the
station.

The Imaginary in the Real
Two literary strategies that Sebald applied in Austerlitz are of significance both in terms of the piece’s literary success and to the present
study. From the literary point of view, these strategies help succeed
in bringing together two sets of two spheres each: Setting fictional
events in actual buildings allows the imaginary to merge with the real;
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and the use of the first person singular, “I,” to multiple personalities
without separating their speeches by quotation marks takes the personal to the collective. From the point of view of the present study,
what these literary strategies accomplish demonstrate the important
nature of the experience when architectural pieces bring the past to
the present for us: the experience is unavoidably ethereal and at the
same time forcefully grounded, and it is at once acutely personal and
assuredly shared. In other words, when we contemplate in a building on the past that took place there, we experience both the sense of
identity, as “the past is what makes the person,” and that of solidarity, with our contemporaries as well as predecessors, no matter if they
are our blood relation or only connected to us by being human. I do
not know whether Sebald himself intended his work to demonstrate
this aspect of architecture; however, with or without his intention, Sebald’s narrative, which undoubtedly is fueled by his acute sensitivity
to the environment and keen ability to describe his reactions, provides
us with important material for the study of architecture.
When it comes to placing a fiction in real buildings and succeeding
in sharing with the reader the world of historical past, a parallel can
be drawn to the literary strategies of the nineteenth-century author
Sir Walter Scott, the champion author of historical fiction. For example, in Kenilworth: A Romance, the story takes place in real buildings—
Kenilworth Castle in Warwickshire and Cumner Place near Oxford. Not
only are Scott’s buildings real, but their descriptions also are factual
and attentively given, about their forms, details, materials, and even
histories. And Scott’s characters—Queen Elizabeth, Robert Dudley, the
Queen’s favorite at court, Amy Robsart, Dudley’s wife, and others-are
historical although their actions in the story are historically accurate only to a small extent. Visitors rushed to the castle to experience
the story in place, among whom were Charles Dickens (1838), Queen
Victoria (1858), and Henry James (1870s). Eelco Runia characterizes
the parallel between the two authors as the “translation of time into
space,” in which a physical place “is not just a scenic backdrop, but
the dense, laden, and multifarious presence of what had happened”
in the past, and is where “the whole of history is stored ... that can be
‘visited’ on the plane of the present.”7 Runia has articulated this aspect of the space of the present standing in for the time of the past by
the notion of “presence,” that is, the past (time) is present (alive) in

r u m i k o h a n d a i n R e a d i n g A r c h i t e c t u r e (2 0 1 8 )

8

the present (space), and has characterized it as metonymy. Literally
meaning change of name, metonymy is often considered as a figure
of speech in which the name of an attribute or adjunct is substituted
for that of the thing meant, e.g., scepter for authority. Comparing metonymy with metaphor, Runia emphasizes the notion of presence in
the former:
Whereas metaphor is instrumental in the “transfer of meaning,” metonymy brings about a “transfer of presence.” A metonymy is a “presence in absence” not just in the sense that
it presents something that isn’t there, but also in the sense
that in the absence (or at least the radical inconspicuousness) that is there, the thing that isn’t there is still present.8
Unlike Scott’s, Sebald’s key characters are not well-known historical figures; however, they come very close. The narrator, born in
Germany and residing in England, is remarkably like Sebald himself
As to Austerlitz, a number of Sebald reviewers looked for a model
in real life, in vain. Austerlitz’s place of employment, “a London institute of art history,” undoubtedly refers to the Courtauld Institute,
part of the University of London system, not only because of the Institute’s location and specialization but also from the reference to
a book supposedly written by a colleague of Austerlitz’s. The book,
which is about the author’s search for his grandfather, a Jew whose
family escaped the persecution because of his premature death, is
Heshel’s Kingdom, although Sebald does not refer to it by the title,
and its author, Dan Jacobson, whom Sebald explicitly names, is a
Professor Emeritus in English at University College London.9 Since
University College London also belongs to the University of London
system, it is natural to assume Courtauld as the model, and it is understandable if critics and readers looked for a model of Austerlitz
at the Institute.
Many buildings in the story, in addition to Liverpool Street Station mentioned above, are familiar to the general reader. The Great
Eastern Hotel next door to Liverpool Street Station is the site of repeated meetings between the narrator and Austerlitz, where the latter recounts his experiences to the former. In the Royal Observatory
in Greenwich, Austerlitz questions the notion of the passage of time.10
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Figure 2 “... I was surprised by the simple beauty of the wooden flooring. made of
planks of different widths, and by the unusually tall windows, each divided into a
hundred and twenty-two lead-framed square glass panes, ...” (2011,315). Royal Observatory, Greenwich, United Kingdom. Photo by author.

In Palace Hotel at Marienbad, in 1972, long before him knowing his
past, Austerlitz has an unexplainable sense of unease, which makes
him turn away from the present and especially from Marie de Verneuil, the only human being with whom Austerlitz has ever been able
to build an intimate relationship. And later, Austerlitz learns from Věra
that it is a place where his parents took him on a vacation the year
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before he was to be placed in the Kindertransport program.11 In Estates Theatre in Prague, sitting in a seat in the auditorium, Austerlitz
remembers having seen “a sky-blue shoe embroidered with silver sequins” behind the stage curtain, through the space between the stage
floor and the hem of the curtain, which Věra later tells him his mother
wore.12 And in Gare Austerlitz in Paris, while Austerlitz has a premonition that he was corning closer to his father, he also has a vision of
his father leaving Paris from this station, leaning out of the window
as the train moved away.13 Not so familiar but actual nonetheless are
the ghetto at Theresienstadt and the camp at Gurs. Austerlitz’s house
in London and his apartment in Paris as well as the building in which
Agatha had her flat and Věra still does in Prague, are identified by addresses that actually exist in reality, although these residential buildings are not publicly accessible.

The Personal to the Collective
The second strategy concerns the use of the first person singular.
The book is written as various pieces of the past recounted by the
book’s narrator. The narrator strikes up a conversation with Austerlitz in the waiting hall of Antwerp Central Station in 1967, and since
then repeatedly meets him, in varied intervals of a day to 30 years,
sometimes by chance and other times by the protagonist’s invitation. In these meetings the narrator hears Austerlitz’ stories, which
sometimes are Austerlitz’s own personal experiences recounted by
himself, sometimes are Austerlitz’s experiences that he had forgotten but Věra told him, and other times are Věra’s experiences she recounted to Austerlitz. Sebald the author has assigned “I” equally to
all these three persons when their experiences are told. As a result,
“I” can be any of the three individuals. The “I” in many cases is immediately followed by “said Austerlitz,” specifying the person who
is recollecting the past, but the “I” narration sometimes goes on a
number of sentences before another insertion specifies the subject.
Furthermore, especially when Věra’s narrative is being recounted,
“I” can be Austerlitz, as in the former of the following quotations,
and can be Věra herself, as in the latter:
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But I was particularly anxious, Věra told me, said Austerlitz, not to miss the moment when Moravec put down his
needle and thread, his big scissors and the other tools of his
trade, cleared the baize-covered table, spread a double sheet
of newspaper on it, and laid out on this sheet blackened with
print the supper he must have been looking forward to for
some time, a supper which varied according to the season
and might be curd cheese with chives, a long radish, a few
tomatoes with onions, a smoked herring or boiled potatoes.14
And I remember, Věra told me, said Austerlitz, that it was
Aunt Otýlie who taught you to count at the age of three and
a half, using a row of small, shiny black malachite buttons
sewn to an elbow-length velvet glove which you particularly
liked—jedna, dva, třii, counted Věra, and I, said Austerlitz,
went on counting—čtyřii, pět, šest, sedm—feeling like someone taking uncertain steps out on to the ice.15
Characterized by James Wood as the “repetitive attribution” borrowed from Thomas Bernhard, the strategy succeeds in blurring the
distinction between biography and autobiography and allowing the
memento, which by definition “has value as a memento only for someone who already-i.e., still-recalls the past,” to leave its confines and
to enter the spheres of the narrator and, furthermore, that of the
reader.16 This strategy gives rise to interchangeability between the
narrator and the protagonist, and encourages the reader’s empathy
toward the characters. Walter Scott applied a similar strategy. In Kenilworth: A Romance mentioned above, Scott the author/narrator oscillated between the “tale-teller” or a contemporary witness to the sixteenth-century events, and the nineteenth-century antiquarian who
historicized them, and succeeded in telling an intriguing story of ambition and love surrounding Queen Elizabeth.17

Flight from the Memento
Setting the imaginary in the factual and shifting the personal into
the collective, Sebald has demonstrated how everyday architecture
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Figure 3 “In any case, said Austerlitz, I felt more panic-stricken with every passing
minutes, ... I had to stop under the red sandstone arch of a window displaying the
pages of the local Nuremberg newspaper, ... “ (2011, 141). Storefront on King Street,
Nuremberg, Germany. Photo by author.

goes beyond being a memento. As discussed earlier with an example of Chinese New Year celebrations, when the past is recalled in a
piece of architecture by a person who directly experienced it there,
the building is working as a memento. In Austerlitz, the experience
of the past in an architectural setting is released from the bounds
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of a single individual to the shared horizon. What Sebald’s writing demonstrates furthermore, by succeeding in moving the reader,
is the desire that exists in human nature to make common experiences out of the past, either of one’s own or of others, which Gadamer called the “fusion of horizons.”18 There certainly are instances
in which Austerlitz recalls his own personal direct experience in a
piece of architecture.
The fusion of horizons does not stop with the shared experiences
between Austerlitz and the narrator or Austerlitz and the reader. In
addition, Austerlitz seeks to acquaint himself with his parents, long
dead and lost in the past, by way of experiencing their pasts in his
imagination in the real buildings. He intentionally places himself in
the physical environments in which his parent had experiences: and
they are, for example, the camp at Theresienstadt, for his mother, and
Nuremberg and the camp at Gurs, for his father. Austerlitz himself
has never been to these places, but is re-living (or imagining) the experience that his parent might have had.

Experiencing the Past and the Existential Meaning of Life
For Austerlitz, the search for his lost past is that for his personhood
and identity. While Austerlitz, who grew up not knowing his origin,
felt acutely in need of his lost past, the past being the personhood applies to everyone, although it is just not so acutely felt. This has been
well pointed out by a number of thinkers in philosophy and human
geography, including Martin Heidegger, Paul Ricoeur, David Lowenthal, and David Carr. According to Carr:
How historicity relates to everyday experience: ... I gain my
identity in opposition to others, but it is also true that one
asserts one’s identity by joining with others .... As a member
of a community I become part of a We-subject with an experience of time that extends back before my birth and can
continue even after my death .... being a member of a community means belonging to a temporally continuous entity
whose temporality exceeds that of my own subjectivity ....
as members of families and other communities, we have a
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direct and lived relationship to history .... It is here that it
[the past] functions as part of our identity as individuals and
enters into our lives and everyday experience.19
The human desire to recall one’s own past or to imagine the shared
past is so strong that it is as if we look for some sort of solidarity with
ourselves of different times. Sebald’s Austerlitz demonstrates how architecture contributes to the existential meaning of life: it not only
brings the past to the present for us, but when it does, it also endows
us with the sense of identity and that of solidarity, in the surrounds
of both our contemporary and predecessors.

Conclusion: Moving Ahead with His Life
At the end of the story, before Austerlitz leaves Paris for Gurs, he tells
the narrator that, after Gurs, he might look for Marie. Austerlitz is
resolved to bring to an end his search for his father’s past and with it
for his self, and to reconnect with Marie, whom he lost once when he
had an uneasy experience at Marienbad. When they were there, Austerlitz could not get rid of the feeling that someone else was walking
side by side with him. He could not relate himself to the present moment, including Marie. And it was the decisive moment at which their
relationship broke with neither of them able to explain what was happening to Austerlitz’s state of mind. Of course, Austerlitz now knows
that the someone walking along him was himself from the past. That
means that he can come to terms with himself, and he can be ready
to resume the life, which he had to give a hold while in search for his
lost past.
This is a solace that Sebald gives us at the end. Austerlitz no longer
needs to dwell in the past. He is ready to take up the present.
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